ANTI-CLIMAX

since the battle of Shanghai, not to risk a pitched battle but to
withdraw behind Changsha and lengthen the enemy's com-
munications till he was so far thinned out as to permit of a
successful counter-attack. I know for a fact that the Chinese
general in command of the sector had withdrawn with his staff
at least as far as Hengyang, a hundred miles to the south. The
Japanese, with their excellent espionage system, knew about the
plan, and accordingly, when they began their advance, took
the risk of prematurely announcing that they had captured
their objective. Perhaps in their confidence they neglected
elementary precautions. Perhaps there was a Nelson among
the loyal Chinese commanders. Anyway, contrary to the
intentions of the High Command on both sides, a bitter battle
ensued and thousands of Japanese were killed ; the Chinese
general hastened forward to take his curtain and a victory was
celebrated all over China. And we were doomed to resume
our dreary vigil.

In November the Company decided I had been doing
nothing long enough, and arranged for my relief. I was greatly
excited at this prospect, and passed my last few weeks in a
happy frame of mind that must have been an occasional
annoyance to my colleagues who were remaining behind. For
some reason we had all begun to grow beards when the war
began, and had decided that a prize should be awarded to the
wearer of the best beard by Christmas. We were thus a sinister
body of men. I got off to a good start, and was the first to be
evenly covered with a thick red growth, but it never reached
any great length and I was gradually overhauled by some of
the others. There was a fine variety of styles. The Customs
went for the Mephistophelean touch, with a pointed beard on
the chin only and a villainous upcurled moustache. Butterfield
and Swire had a goatee. The Navy was of course more straight-
forward, deep and crisp and even, except for the Doctor, who
had some bare patches and looked quite horrible. The favourite
was old Heinie, who had a magnificent white fluffy creation on
Father Christmas lines. As I was now out of the contest I
shaved mine off, and otherwise began to get ready to meet
civilisation.

Poor Changsha began to recover yet again. People trickled
back, then the trickle increased to a flow. Shops and restaurants
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